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Abstract
Social media has become a large part of the entertainment industry. A
majority of adolescents report using social media on a daily basis. With such
widespread use, it is important to examine the effects of such usage on mental
health. Research has shown that there may be a link between social media
usage and mental health complications, such as disordered eating behaviors
and anxiety. However, past research has its limitations. Most studies analyze
the effects of using older platforms, such as Facebook. Instagram is a newer
platform and the largest photo sharing application to date. Little research has
examined potential links between using Instagram and the user’s body
esteem and disordered eating behaviors. In the current study, participants
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. The first condition, the
control, had participants randomly assigned to watch a short three-minute
video of someone browsing the internet. The experimental condition had
participants watch a three-minute video of someone scrolling through an
Instagram feed with public accounts. There were 12 participants, 9 females
and 3 males. The majority of participants were white. Immediately following
the viewing, participants answered a body esteem questionnaire. An
independent t-test was conducted at the conclusion of the study. The
participants who viewed the video of an Instagram feed reported higher
levels of body esteem issues (M = 3.99, SD = .26) than those who viewed the
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video of Internet browsing (M = 3.68, SD = .29). The mean differences
between the two conditions failed to be significant, t(10) = 1.94, p < .081, r^2
= .27. Considering the large r value, a large effect size exists, but this study did
not detect it due to the small sample size.
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The Effects of Social Media Usage on Disordered Eating Behaviors
Mass media shapes an individual's cognitions and behaviors (Bandura,
2001). The human experience as described by Albert Bandura is that humans’
actions are shaped in part by what they observe. Humans are social creatures
that learn through their environment. The more rudimentary form of
learning, rooted in direct experience, is largely governed by the rewarding
and punishing consequences that follow any given action (Falk & Kim, 2019,
p. 3). Humans are creatures of observation. They observe their surroundings
and base their actions on a reward system. This further suggests that humans
are susceptible to their surroundings and can be relatively easily influenced
by what they view in their environment. As social media platforms expand, it
has become the basis of most human interaction. Humans are learning and
acting through what they perceive on mass media platforms. They are
influenced by the information received on these sites. Based on Bandura’s
social learning theory, this is an example of individuals being heavily
influenced by their media exposure.
Social media usage increases every year, with approximately 89% of
adolescents reporting using at least one type of social media platform such as
Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, etc. (Lenhart et al., 2015). According to
statistics, 82% of young adults in the United States use Facebook (Duggan,
2015). Alongside Facebook, there are many other social media platforms that
adolescents use. Instagram is the most popular photograph sharing
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application to date, but there is little research on how it impacts its users (Hu
et al., 2014). As technology advances and these social media platforms begin
to expand, the greater the attraction to use them will be. As the above
statistics indicate, social media appears to be taking on a larger role in
adolescents’ everyday life. Without researching its potential effects on users,
the increasing usage can be worrisome.
A problem with social media is that it does not portray “real life”.
Users post manipulated and idealized photos of themselves. Social media
usage can thus lead to feelings of body insecurity and anxiety among those
who use it. People who partake in social media are at a greater risk of
developing depression and social anxiety (Becker et al., 2012). Those who
use social media platforms frequently have a greater chance of suffering
from mental health issues related to this usage. In addition to feelings of
anxiety and depression, there have been findings that suggest social media
usage can increase body image concerns. Researchers suggested that those
who posted manipulated photos of themselves were more likely to
experience anxiety because of the urge to work out and lose weight (Wick &
Keel, 2020).
Considering that social media use has become a normal part of an
adolescent’s daily life, researchers found it important to conduct a
longitudinal study analyzing its effects on people. Coyne and colleagues
(2019) conducted a longitudinal study examining the association between

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA USAGE ON DISORDERED EATING BEHAVIORS

7

time spent using social media and depression and anxiety. They addressed
three different research questions. The first question concerned if there is a
longitudinal within-person association between the amount of adolescent
social media time use and depression. The second question was whether
there is a longitudinal within-person association between the amount of
adolescent social media time use and anxiety. Finally, the third research
question concerned whether adolescent sex moderates the association
between time spent using social media and mental health (Coyne et al.,
2019). To answer these three questions, the researchers analyzed social
media time use per day, depression rates using a self-reported measure, and
a self-reported anxiety scale over a period of eight years. Over the course of
the eight year period, adolescents’ levels of depression had steadily
increased each year when using social media. In addition, there was a
significant and positive association between social media usage and anxiety
levels as the years progressed (Coyne et al., 2019).
There is a strong correlation between social media use and disordered
eating behaviors. In a study conducted by Wilksch and colleagues (2020),
51.7% of grade 7 and 8 females and 45.0% of same grade males reported
disordered eating habits due to social media. The most common pattern of
disordered eating behavior involved strict eating plans and excessive exercise
(Wilksch et al., 2020). Exposure to manipulated (edited) photos on social
media can increase the possibility of a user developing disordered eating
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behaviors. Females who were exposed to manipulated photos reported
significantly decreased body satisfaction scores in comparison to others who
had seen non-manipulated photos (Kleemans et al., 2018). Photo
manipulation often normalizes unrealistic body ideals, which in turn can
produce dissatisfaction and negative body image to users who view these
women as role models (Sullivan, 2014).
Past research suggests that there is a strong link between social media
usage, disordered eating behaviors, and body-esteem issues. Kleemans and
colleagues (2018) examined the effects of photo manipulation on an
adolescent’s body esteem. They generated two different hypotheses, with the
first stating that exposure to edited Instagram photos will lead to a decreased
level of body satisfaction in adolescent females when compared to those
exposed to the unedited photos. The second hypothesis stated that those who
tend to socially compare themselves to others will have a greater level of
body dissatisfaction when exposed to the manipulated photos versus the
original ones. The independent variable in this study was whether the female
participants were introduced to the manipulated photos or the original ones.
The dependent variable in this study was their reported body image
concerns. The findings supported both hypotheses, showing that there is
indeed a link between body dissatisfaction and social media usage.
An additional study conducted by Kim and colleagues (2016) aimed to
investigate the link between body image concerns and the use of social media
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platforms, specifically Facebook. In this study, the researchers exposed
females to attractive or unattractive women in a fabricated Facebook news
feed page. The independent variable in this study was if the females were
exposed to the attractive or unattractive photo page. The dependent variable
was body dissatisfaction after participating in the study. The researchers
generated four different hypotheses for this study. The first hypothesis was
that those who were exposed to the feed with attractive women would have
greater body dissatisfaction than those who were exposed to the control
condition. The second prediction was that females with different levels of
appearance comparison tendencies will predict the correlation between
Facebook news feed photos and female college students’ appearance
satisfaction. The third hypothesis predicted that self-esteem levels would
show a link between browsing through a Facebook news feed photos and
female college students’ appearance satisfaction. The fourth and final
hypothesis stated appearance schemas will explain the correlation between
browsing Facebook News Feed and female college students’ appearance
satisfaction. To test their hypotheses, the researchers used an experimental
methodology and a series of questionnaires to come to their results.
Following exposure to conventionally “attractive” females or conventionally
“less attractive” females, the participants were instructed to complete a
series of scales to understand their appearance comparison tendencies and
eventually their body esteem. The findings suggested there was indeed a link
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between perception of attractive people on social media and self-esteem of
its users. Therefore, the findings supported the researcher’s hypotheses.
A final study focuses on social media apps such as Instagram and
Snapchat. Marengo and et al. (2018) analyzed the association between social
media use and body image concerns and internalizing symptoms. The
researchers hypothesized that frequent use of social media applications such
as Instagram or Snapchat could favor the development of internalizing
symptoms as a consequence of increased opportunities for upward
comparisons with idealized body images posted by other users. Furthermore,
they expect that the negative impact of these applications on internalizing
symptoms is partially explained by a worsening of body image perception
(Marengo et al., 2018). To test this theory, Marengo and colleagues asked
participants to report their daily social media usage, body image concerns
with a Body Shape Questionnaire, and their internalizing symptoms with a
Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire. The results showed a positive
correlation between time spent on platforms, body image concerns, and
internalizing symptoms. Concerning body image issues and internalizing
symptoms, the researchers found that social media users report significantly
higher scores than non-users on both measures. This demonstrates that
social media usage and body image concerns are positively correlated. The
present study aims to answer this question as well.
These previously mentioned articles all have similar findings. After

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA USAGE ON DISORDERED EATING BEHAVIORS

11

participants had been exposed to viewing photos either manipulated (edited)
or unedited, they experienced feelings of body dissatisfaction. These feelings
occasionally would lead to disordered eating behaviors. The most common
form of disordered eating behaviors were restricted eating and excessive
exercise. Alongside viewing social media, when participants were instructed
to manipulate their own photos, they reported feelings of anxiety. The
positive correlation between social media usage and its effect on a user’s
mental health has been consistently supported in several different research
studies. The findings of these studies influenced the creation of the present
study.
The above studies do have their limitations, though. Specifically, most
look at the effects of using Facebook or other older social media sites.
Facebook has become dated, and every day there are new emerging social
media platforms being used. Considering most of the above-mentioned
studies used dated platforms, the findings may no longer be accurate because
most adolescents are using newer forms of social media. Considering that
each photo sharing media platform has different aspects with different
consequences, it is necessary to investigate each individually. As social media
platforms continue to expand and technology advances, it is important that
the consequences of using them are examined.
Currently, most adolescents use platforms such as Instagram.
Instagram is one of the largest photo sharing apps to date. Therefore, the
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present study will aim to look at how social media usage, specifically
Instagram usage, affects participant’s body esteem and disordered eating
behaviors. The independent variable will be social media exposure. The
dependent variable is body esteem, measured using the BESAA scale. It is
hypothesized that those who are exposed to an Instagram page will report
greater body dissatisfaction than those not exposed to social media.

Method
Participants
Twelve college-age students from Western Oregon University
volunteered to participate in this study. Participants included 9 females and
3 males. The mean age of the group was M = 22.8, SD= 6.72. The majority of
participants identified as Caucasian (67%), with 17% being Hispanic, <10%
Asian, and <10% African American. All participants were Psychology
majors. These participants were recruited through a program known as
SONA used on-campus at Western Oregon University.
Materials
Informed Consent. Participants were given an informed consent
form that required a signature to continue with the study. The consent form
did not disclose all of the information for the study. The information
provided to participants was a statement suggesting the potential link

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA USAGE ON DISORDERED EATING BEHAVIORS

13

between social media usage and body esteem (See Figures 1 and 2).
Demographic Information. Prior to the study starting,
participants were asked to provide information regarding their gender,
age, and ethnicity. This and all other participant data was kept
confidential on a password protected computer.
Media Exposure. Pre-recorded videos were taken of the researcher
browsing the Internet, looking at recent news articles. An example of what
the participant would see is an article about a cooking recipe, a neutral
situation used in the control condition. The experimental condition video was
also recorded. However, instead of scrolling through news articles, the
researcher was scrolling through Instagram. The Instagram video contained
pictures from public accounts that anyone with an Instagram account has
access to. Each video lasted for a duration of four minutes in total. The
participant was assigned to either the Internet condition (control) or the
Instagram condition (experimental). The independent variable was whether
the participant was exposed to the video of someone scrolling through social
media. Qualtrics divided participants equally and randomly into each
condition.
Body Satisfaction Assessment. This assessment measures the
feelings of body satisfaction and esteem (See Figures 3 4). It has a series of
questions that pertain to participants’ own view of themselves. It has a total
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of 12 questions for participants to answer. An example of a question posed on
this questionnaire is “I like what I see when I look in the mirror,”. The
questions are answered on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Some questions were reverse-worded, such that they assessed body
dissatisfaction. These questions were reverse-coded prior to analyses. An
example of this form of question is, “I would change the way I looked if I
could”. This questionnaire was administered once the participant has been
exposed to the assigned media platform.
Debriefing Form. At the conclusion of the study, participants were
directed to read a debriefing form (See Figure 5). The debriefing form
mentioned the intent of the study which was to analyze the link between
Instagram usage (social media), body esteem issues, and disordered eating
behaviors. The form also provided background information that helped
participants understand the reason for the study.

Procedure
Prior to the administration of the study, IRB approval was received
from the participating university. Twelve students were recruited through
SONA to participate in the study. From there, Qualtrics was used to
administer the research study. The participants were first instructed to
complete an informed consent form prior to participating in this study. The
consent form disclosed only limited information about the topic. The consent
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form mentioned the fact that over 86% of adolescents use some form of
social media. Therefore, it is important to analyze and attempt to address the
effects of social media on its users. Through this statistic, there is a vast body
of research analyzing the links between using dated platforms, such as
Facebook, to body esteem. All study information was included in the
debriefing form provided at the conclusion of the study. Participants were
also reminded that they were free to withdraw from the study without any
consequence. If they chose to not participate, they were directed to the
conclusion of the study.
Once they agreed to the study, they provided demographic information
(gender, age, ethnicity, and major). Following the demographic information,
participants were then divided into the two different conditions. The
conditions were randomly assigned by Qualtrics to have an even number of
participants in each condition. The first condition, the control group, watched
a video of someone browsing the Internet from the viewer’s point of view for
four minutes. The experimental condition had participants watch a fourminute video of someone scrolling through Instagram from the participant’s
point of view. The Instagram accounts featured in the videos are all public
accounts that anyone can have access to. They feature popular content
creators that are widely known to most.
After each participant completed the viewing of the video, they then
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were administered a Body Satisfaction Assessment. The scale discusses
categories on how the participant feels about their own appearance, their
satisfaction with their weight, and finally their beliefs about how others
view the subject’s body/appearance. From there, participants answered a
series of questions. After the conclusion of the viewing, participants will
then be directed to a debriefing form explaining the full intent of the study.
The debriefing mentioned the potential link between social media usage
and body dissatisfaction and increased disordered eating behaviors. Finally,
the results were analyzed by conducting an independent-samples t-test
comparing mean body-esteem scores for each condition. It was predicted
that those exposed to social media would have lower body-esteem scores
compared to those in the control condition. From there, the results and data
would be stored on the PI’s password protected computer in its own
individual file.

Results
The participants who viewed the video of an Instagram feed had lower
body esteem (M = 3.99, SD = .26) than those who viewed the video of Internet
browsing (M = 3.68, SD = .29). The mean differences between the two
conditions were failed to be significant, t(10)= 1.94, p< .081, r^2 = .27. The
bar graph pictured below indicates the results between the dependent
variable mean (Body Esteem Level) and the independent variable (assigned
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condition) where there was a large effect size between body esteem and
Instagram usage (See Figure 6).

Figure 6.

Discussion
The hypothesis predicted that those who viewed the Instagram video
condition would report greater feelings and urges of disordered eating
behaviors and lower feelings of body esteem. Using an experimental design,
findings suggested that those in the experimental group (Instagram feed)
reported lower body esteem scores and higher disordered eating behaviors
(excessive exercise, restricted eating, etc.). These results were found to not be
significant which could be due to the nature of the small sample size.
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However, the effect size was large, which suggests that there would have been
significant results if the sample size was much larger.
Although the results were not significant, the large effect size and
corresponding likelihood that an effect does exist aligns with prior research
done on the topic. In a previously mentioned study conducted by Wilksch et
al. (2020), 51.7% of grade 7 and 8 females and 45.0% of same grade males
reported disordered eating habits due to social media. The most common
pattern of disordered eating behavior presented itself in strict eating plans
and excessive exercise (Wilksch et al., 2020). In the current study, almost
90% of participants “somewhat agreed” that when they feel negatively about
their bodies, they attempt to change them. The “change” in this study was
measured as restricted eating and excessive exercise. Therefore, these results
somewhat mimic what was presented in Wilksch and colleagues’ (2020)
study.
In an additional study by Marengo et al. (2018), results showed a
positive correlation between time spent on social media platforms, body
image concerns, and internalizing symptoms. Concerning body image issues
and internalizing symptoms, the researchers found that social media users
report significantly higher scores than non-users on both measures (Marengo
et al., 2018). The results from Marengo and colleagues suggests the strong
relationship between time spent on social media platforms and body image

THE EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA USAGE ON DISORDERED EATING BEHAVIORS

19

concerns. The present study found similar results, with participants in the
experimental condition reporting greater feelings of body dissatisfaction and
higher levels of disordered eating pathology behaviors.
However, like all studies, the current study did have its limitations.
There were only 12 participants who registered for this study. Small sample
sizes do not typically provide a strong enough statistical power to detect an
effect that exists. This is what most likely had occurred in this present study.
In addition to this, when a researcher has a small sample size, results may not
be as representative of the population as a whole. Secondary to the small
sample size, the present study was 75% female and 25% male with none
presenting as non-binary/third gender. This could have also potentially
affected the outcome of the results as different genders might have reacted to
the differently to the experiment. Finally, this study sample was majority
Caucasian (67%). With the lack of diversity in the sample, there was
potentially misrepresentation present for the population. Therefore, these
results may not accurately reflect how the population would react. It is
suggested for future research to recruit a larger and more diverse samples
which can more accurately reflect the population the sample was taken from.
Doing so would likely result in more accurate results.
Another limitation posed by this study was that the participants were
told to watch a video of someone scrolling through Instagram. This study was
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not able to be administered in person because of the current COVID-19
pandemic. However, the participants did not have any ability to free roam the
Instagram account to mimic them physically scrolling. They were able to be
passive viewers, but they did not receive the full effect of the social media
application. If the participants were able to have access to the account in
order to browse and mimic a true Instagram experience, the answers to their
questions could be different. Considering there was no way of telling if
participants were actively watching the videos, they could have missed vital
aspects of the study which results in different answers to the final
questionnaire. Therefore, it is suggested for future research that the PI
creates a separate Instagram account on an extra device and has participants
scroll through Instagram themselves. This would allow the full experience of
viewing Instagram and will allow them to accurately answer the questions on
the body esteem questionnaire as if they were scrolling through the page
themselves.
The question that influenced the origin of this study was, “how does
social media usage effect the mental health of their users?” Based on prior
research, the topic was narrowed down to focus specifically on body esteem
and disordered eating. The results are consistent with general theories in this
area of research. Prior research strongly supports the relationship between
social media usage and its effects on its users. As mentioned prior, this study’s
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findings were not deemed significant, however with a larger sample size,
could have been. Future research is strongly encouraged on this topic,
considering new social media platforms are released every day. It is
important to look at the mental toll these social media applications take on
the users.
These findings did not, strictly speaking, support the stated hypothesis,
but there was a large effect size when analyzing the relationship between
increased social media usage, body esteem issues, and disordered eating
behaviors. With a large effect size, the findings of this study can help others
understand the real-world implications of how social media affects someone’s
mental health. Considering there are previous studies showing the significant
relationship between social influence and our actions (Bandura, 2001), it is
especially important information for those who have a history of pathological
eating behaviors and are easily susceptible to social influence. Partaking in
social media activities (e.g., scrolling, posting, etc.) can cause body esteem
issues and potentially disordered eating behaviors. This is especially so in
people who are easily influenced by their social surroundings or have a
familial history of disordered eating behaviors. This study inferred that there
may be some influence when looking through social media profiles.
Therefore, it provides valuable information for those who are social media
consumers.
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